Dr Kong Chen entered the field of nutrition through a 'side door'. Trained as an engineer (PhD in Biomedical Engineering) from Vanderbilt University, Nashville, Tennessee, Kong started to work on a metabolic chamber system for humans (children to elderly, lean to obese and healthy to diseased). Using his training, Kong started to develop his interests in the measurements of various components of energy expenditure, body composition and autonomic system activities in humans, with a focus on physical activity and adaptive thermogenesis. With three faculty appointments in the departments of medicine, surgery and Biomedical Engineering at Vanderbilt University, he also received a special Master's degree in clinical investigation. Recognizing his unique expertise, Kong was recruited to a National Institutes of Health (NIH) intramural research program in 2006 to develop a comprehensive metabolic and obesity clinical research program. He now focuses his efforts on the mechanisms of regulation for body weight and energy metabolism.
What is the focus of your research? Regulations of whole-body energy metabolism in humans.
What made you choose a career in nutritional science? Given my bias, I always think that humans are like cars. We all take in fuels, use them for performing work with various efficiencies, and there are individual differences that lead some to perform better than others. I realize I am over-simplifying it, but we can use a lot of engineering concepts to study our bodies in the same way that we would study cars.
What has been the greatest achievement in your career? Between 2003 and 2004, I was awarded two NIH R01 grants to develop improved methods for measuring physical activity energy expenditure in adults and children. From this work, we were able to develop the concept of raw accelerometry-based physical activity monitors, which now are available on the market and being used for many nutritional studies.
What do you think is the most over-hyped field in nutritional science? Self-reported measures, diet or physical activity, used for quantitative assessments of energy intake and expenditurethere are so many limiting factor such as bias, inaccuracy, insensitivity and so on.
What is the most under-researched area of nutritional science? Adaptive changes during and after weight loss interventions-in energy metabolism, appetite, physical activity-and their possible links to hormonal and other biological regulators.
Who was your most influential teacher and why? I have three. My undergraduate physics professor, Dr Charles Wheeler, who taught me to use simple terms to explain complex concepts. My chief, Dr Raymond Burk, at Vanderbilt Division of Gastroenterology and Nutrition, who convinced me that I could survive in nutritional research if I was able to apply my geeky engineering background to measure things better. And lastly, my constant mentor, Dr Naji Abumrad, who never lets me overlook the outliers in every study and taught me to never take myself or my studies too seriously.
What is your advice for young scientists?
It's easy to make things more complicated; but it's harder to make it simpler. The latter actually works better 98% of the time, but don't be afraid to go for the 2% if it is needed.
What is the passion of your life? My family-they are the air that I breathe.
What is your favorite music? Spanish guitar solos.
What are your favorite sports? Soccer, golf and basketball.
What is your worst habit? Waking up early, starting to think about crazy concepts to try at work, and then being unable to get back to sleep-often this ruins the rest of the day. There are rare times, however, that it pays off if the crazy concept actually works! What is a perfect day for you? I don't ask for a lot-most days I feel great and close to perfect 
